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Cattle  Slaughter  Large 

Under  pressure  from  record  cattle 
slaughter  and  substantial  increases  in 
fed  beef  production,  fed  cattle  prices 
in  early  March  slipped  into  the  $35- 
$37  per  100  pounds  range,  the  lowest 
in  almost  a  year.  Weekly  cattle 
slaughter  under  federal  inspection 
during  the  first  8  full  weeks  of  this 
year  averaged  near  730,000  head,  near 
last  fall's  record  levels  and  about  70 
thousand  head  per  week  more  than  a 
year  earlier.  In  addition  to  a  10 
percent  increase  in  slaughter  levels, 
average  slaughter  weights  are  also 
rising,  giving  an  additional  boost  to 
beef  output.  Although  still  under  a 
year  ago,  the  average  dressed  weight 
of  cattle  slaughtered  under  federal 
inspection  during  January  was  esti- 
mated at  about  597  pounds,  up  around 
20  pounds  per  carcass  from  December 
and  26  pounds  per  carcass  more  than 
last  year's  July  and  September  lows. 
Weekly  estimates  indicate  further 
increases  in  average  weights  during 
February. 

Reversing  the  trend  of  the  past 
two  years,  much  of  the  increase  in 
beef  output  and  slaughter  weights  this 
year  has  been  due  to  more  fed  cattle 
in  the  slaughter  mix.  According  to 
the  seven-state  Cattle  on  Feed  report 
released  in  mid-February,  fed  market- 
ings from  the  reporting  states  in 
January  were  up  22  percent  from  the 
low  December  level,  reflecting  the 
buildup  in  cattle  on  feed  inventories 
late  last  year.  Marketings  from  these 
states  in  January  were  not  record 
large  but  were  up  7  percent  from 
January  1975,  and  were  the  most  for 
any  month  since  October  1974.  Fed 
cattle  marketings  from  the  seven 
states  normally  make  up  70-75  percent 
of  all  fed  marketings,  and  suggests 
fed  cattle  may  have  made  up  around  52- 
54  percent  of  January's  commercial 
cattle  slaughter  of  3.8  million.  This 
represents  quite  a  turnaround  from 
last  fall  when  only  about  46  percent 
of  slaughter  was  fed  cattle. 


Most  cattle  feeders  have  been 
reporting  losses  at  current  levels  of 
fed  cattle  prices.  Losses  were  par- 
ticularly heavy  on  overfinished  cattle 
m.arketed  during  the  week  following 
implementation  of  new  beef  grading 
standards  on  February  23,  as  yield 
grade  4  and  5  beef  carcasses  were 
discounted  by  as  much  as  $8  per  100 
pounds.  However,  by  the  second  week 
in  March  beef  markets  were  adjusting, 
and  discounts  of  $2-$3  per  100  pounds 
on  yield  grade  4  and  5  carcasses  more 
nearly  reflected  differences  in  retail 
value  of  these  carcasses. 
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Placements  of  cattle  on  feed 
during  January  were  up  19  percent  from 
the  depressed  year-earlier  level,  but 
were  down  from  the  level  of  placements 
during  September-December  1975. 
Placements  in  Iowa  were  reduced  14 
percent  during  January  v/hile  the  other 
six  states  all  reported  increases. 
Fed  beef  output  is  expected  to  con- 
tinue well  above  year-earlier  levels 
through    the     summer,       but       if  the 
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slox^?down  in  placements  which  occurred 
in  January  carries  through  February 
and  March,  this  could  result  in  some 
seasonal  reduction  in  fed  cattle 
market.in,^,3  from  the  second  to  the 
third  quarter  this  year. 

While  the  focus  of  attention  is 
being  shifted  from  nonfed  cattle  to 
fed  cattle,  the  level  of  cow  slaughter 
in  the  coming  months  will  be  a  key 
variable  in  the  fed  cattle  market. 
Cow  slaughter  continues  well  above  a 
year  earlier  but  has  been  seasonally 
slipping  below  last  fall's  peaks. 
Relative  strength  in  feeder  cattle 
markets  may  be  relieving  some  of  the 
pressure  to  heavily  cull  beef  cow 
herds.  ,  VJeekly  cow  slaughter  under 
federal  inspection  in  early  February 
was  running  about  25  percent  of  total 
slaughter  at  around  200,000  head  per 
week,  compared  with  some  peak  weeks 
last  December  of  290,000  head. 
Commercial  cow  slaughter  in  January  is 
estimated  at  1.1  million  head,  up  a 
fourth  from  a  year  earlier  but  percen- 
tage increases  are  becoming  smaller. 
Cow  slaughter  last  October-December 
was  up  50  percent  from  a  year  earlier. 
Cow  Prices  Strong 

Reflecting  the  reduced  nonfed  beef 
supply  and  the  shift  in  slaughter  mix, 
cow  prices  have  continued  up  despite 
weakening  fed  cattle  prices.  Utility 
cow  prices  at  Omaha  in  early  Ilarch 
topped  $28  per  100  pounds,  the  highest 
since  mid-1974.  Price  spreads  at  the 
wholesale  level  between  Choice  grade 
steer  beef  and  cow  beef  by  the  end  of 
February  were  the  narrowest  since 
early  1974.  VThen  these  narrow  price 
differentials  are  more  fully  reflected 
at  the  retail  level,  in  the  form  of 
higher  hamburger  prices  and /or  lower 
prices  for  Choice  grade  cuts,  consumer 
demand  for  Choice  beef  could  improve, 
and  be  a  price-strengthening  factor  in 
the  fed  cattle  market. 
Weather  Developments  Important 

Recent  dry  weather  in  the 
Southwest  has  focused  attention  on 
crop  developments  this  spring,  but 
these     same    weather     conditions  will 


play  an  important  role  in  the  cattle 
market.  Dry  conditions  in  some  areas 
of  the  Western  Plains  has  been  a 
factor  in  holding  cow  slaughter 
relatively  high  so  far  this  year,  and 
in  forcing  some  feeder  cattle  to 
market.  Movement  of  cattle  into 
feedlots  in  Texas  and  Kansas  during 
January,  for  example;,  was  up  around  50 
percent  from  5a  year  ago,  perhaps 
reflecting  some  forced  movement  due  to 
poor  wheat  pastures.  With  adequate 
range  and  pasture  conditions  through 
the  spring  and  early  summer,  cow 
slaughter  will  likely  continue  to 
trend  lower,  seasonally  reducing  total 
slaughter  and  thus  helping  to  boost 
prices.  But  if  dry  conditions  persist 
through  the  spring,  or  become  more 
severe,  continued  heavy  cow  culling  in 
addition  to  more  fed  beef  supplies 
could  limit  expected  price  advances. 
Hog  Slaughter  Do\-m. 

Hog  slaughter  during  the  first  8 
weeks  of  1976  averaged  near  1,260,000 
head,  doirn  12  percent  from  a  year 
earlier,  but  not  too  much  different 
from  last  fall.  Commercial  hog 
slaughter  in  January  totaled  5.7  mil- 
lion head,  off  16  percent  from  a  year 
earlier.  Weekly  slaughter  rates 
through  February  continued  6-14  per- 
cent below  February  1975.  January- 
March  commercial  hog  slaughter  may 
total  just  under  17  million  head,  10- 
12  percent  below  the  first  quarter  of 
1975,  reflecting  the  12  percent  reduc- 
tion in  sows  farrowing  last  June- 
August. 

Since  the  sharp  decline  in  hog 
prices  last  October,  week  to  week 
price  fluctuations  have  been  small 
with  barrows  and  gilts  at  seven 
markets  selling  mostly  between  $47  and 
$50  per  100  pounds.  Prices  edged 
lower  from  February  to  early  March 
under  pressure  from  increased  supplies 
of  fed  beef  and  broilers  and  small 
weekly  gains  in  hog  slaughter. 
Although  weekly  slaughter  may  increase 
somewhat  during  the  next  several 
weeks,  seasonal  reductions  in  average 
slaughter  weights  may  help  sustain 
prices  near  current  levels. 
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